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Independent Review of the Mission and Purpose of Further Education in Wales: Response by the Association for College Management (ACM)

Introduction 

ACM is a TUC affiliated trade union and professional association representing over 4,000 managers in post-16 education and training in the UK, with over 500 members employed in colleges in Wales.  It is the only trade union now exclusively representing further education employees.  ACM’s membership embraces academic and business managers at several levels, including most principals in Wales.  In 2005 it was the fastest growing trade union in the TUC.  The Wales Committee of the Association had approved this submission.
The Association very much welcomes the review and that its remit is wider than traditional further education provision.  Any post-14 reforms must consider FE colleges, schools, local education authorities, school sixth forms, work-based learning providers, adult and community education providers and FE delivered in HE institutions.
The Association believes that the needs of the learner must come first in the review.  Whilst the review might conclude that the systems and structures used to deliver post 14 education and training in Wales need to be changed, this should only happen where it can be clearly demonstrated that it will improve the education, skills and opportunities of learners and, put bluntly, should not be used to prop up failing or antiquated parts of the system.

The Association is confident that an objective review of post-compulsory education will confirm that the further education sector is a vital resource to support the continued social, economic and cultural regeneration of Wales.  Only colleges can provide an effective solution to the current problems associated with the basic skills deficit of many school leavers and adults in the working population. Education should be for all: a ‘cradle to grave’ service and colleges should play a major role in meeting the need, not only of learners that the school system has failed, but by encouraging returnees and students who are late developers the opportunity to start or return to the labour market. ACM therefore welcome the publication of the recent White Paper in Westminster on the possible extension of the age for compulsory education and training and believes that the Independent Review should plan for this eventuality in its recommendations. 

Finally, the Association would also contend that the voice of the workforce delivering post 14 education and training should be listened to and heard, and not just during the consultation period.  Not infrequently reasonable policies are thwarted by poor implementation.  In order to avoid this in the future it is essential that college managers and other relevant staff be closely involved in developing implementation plans with officials.  Over the past three years the unions, fforwm and the Welsh Assembly Government have worked well together to improve the pay of college employees and ACM believes that this demonstrates the success of joint working.

Vision 

ACM’s vision is for post-compulsory education and training provision that makes a major contribution to the social and economic prosperity and well-being of the nation, that is properly funded and accessible to all, led by well qualified and appropriately rewarded managers and that delivers high quality teaching and learning.

The Association is committed to working with providers, fforwm and the Welsh Assembly Government to convert this vision into action for the future well being and further development of the Welsh economy in order to secure its place as a major competitor in the global economy and market place:

Employer engagement 

There are many examples of effective working relationships between employers and colleges.  They should be encouraged to discuss how best they can work together to respond to the ambitious agenda set by Leitch. However, ACM has long argued that if employers fail to respond to the need to train their workforce up to level 3, an element of compulsion should be introduced through legislation.

Capital funding should to be provided to ensure colleges and other providers are using the latest technology in delivering workforce skills training for employers.

The reduction in the number of 16-19 learners should be taken as an opportunity to focus on the growing number of adults requiring qualifications in vocational areas for progression or to gain access to higher education in order to further their careers.  For those who are economically inactive, funding needs to be invested in adult and community learning as a first step towards skills training.. 
Quality

Standards in colleges as measured in Estyn reports are continuing to improve.  Colleges have invested heavily in quality assurance and seek continually to improve their performance.  However, where quality of provision is less than good the problem must be addressed.  And central to high quality provision are the professional skills and capabilities of the workforce. Ironically - given their role in training the nation’s workforce - colleges have often been poor to educate their own. An ACM research project demonstrated that in spite of their tendency to scold employers for inadequate training of their employees, colleges themselves have a very poor record indeed of offering basic skills training to those of their employees who require these. ACM would support ring-fenced resources for a national workforce development initiative for college employees.

Every member of staff in a college needs to convey that they welcome and value students. This takes training and development, and training and development takes resources.  They are, however, resources well used. Budgets need to reflect the need for substantial resources for professional development in a context that is changing so quickly and radically. 

Curriculum

ACM supports the view of colleges and fforwm that there are too many post-16 qualifications that are not understood by employers, parents or learners. The curriculum model that currently exists post-14 perpetuates the academic/vocational split. From the age of 14, students pursue the national curriculum and at 16 make a choice of either a vocational or academic course, often run at different institutions if there is no tertiary institution. 

Able students are encouraged by parents and institutions to pursue academic courses; those who are less able often pursue vocational courses. Vocational education has a distinctive contribution to make. Vocational courses of study should not be seen as second best.  FE is well placed to deliver high quality vocational courses to address the skills shortages. Schools have a role in vocational preparation, working in partnership with their local college. A structural change is necessary to raise the profile of vocational courses.
ACM also supports the view that he qualifications framework is over rigid and does not take account of the needs of particular sectors. Framework completion is poor in some sectors. The content of the qualifications framework needs to be reviewed to see if in all cases it is meeting the needs of employers. This is an urgent matter for the Sector Skills Councils working closely with employers and providers. 

Funding 

In 2005/06, every college exceeded its target – this means that they took on additional learners with no funding to match. There is clearly demand for learning. Colleges have become more efficient and, through initiatives such as the Welsh FE Purchasing Consortium, have looked to cut costs.  Colleges have had no funding for growth in learner numbers for a number of years and budgets are likely to continue to be frozen for the next few years. Recurrent funding linked to provision has been capped.   The introduction of the National Planning and Funding System (NPFS) has been welcomed by colleges but as yet is too bureaucratic and does not give colleges’ sufficient flexibility to respond to external demands.

A more predictable and stable level of funding colleges would be welcome.  A move to provide colleges with funding for a minimum of three years would align with colleges’ 3-year strategic plans. 

The increasing requirement for colleges to provide vocational opportunities for 14-16 school pupils, unless carefully managed, can obscure the mission and ethos of further education colleges.  Despite school/LEA partnerships contributing to costs, 14-16 provision in colleges is not completely self-financing.  Colleges are diverting their human and financial resources to accommodate these initiatives and this should be recognised through the NPFS.

The funding methodology also needs to be readjusted to take account of the growing numbers of adult learners and the reduction in the numbers of 16-19 year olds in the population.   In addition the costs of allocating funding to colleges should be reviewed.  Equality between F.E. and H.E. administrative costs should be achieved.

It is important to continue to make good progress on ensuring that the physical environment of all colleges is attractive, up to date and impressive to students and others.  Particularly for students from disadvantaged backgrounds and areas a really high spec learning environment can lift aspirations and self-confidence. 

Higher Education 

ACM supports fforwm’s views that colleges should play a central role in working with HE institutions, employers and SSCs in designing new foundation degrees and increasing take up.  Foundation degrees will not only provide vocationally relevant learning experiences for 16-19 learners but will also, and crucially, provide opportunities for the many potential learners post 19 who do not currently have the skills to contribute to their own or Wales’ economic development.  Despite the reaction from higher education institutions, ACM strongly supports legislative change to extend foundation degree awarding powers to further education colleges. 
Governance 

ACM has long campaigned for changes to allow for the payment of an allowance that remunerates chairs of governing bodies.  Colleges are finding it increasingly difficult to recruit suitable and well-qualified board members.   Other public bodies, such as NHS Primary Care Trusts, are allowed to remunerate board members and local authority members receive generous allowances.  Considering the amount of work undertaken by chairs and their level of responsibility, especially at times of inspection, it seems increasingly mystifying that they are not able to receive remuneration.  Given the choice of a remunerated position on a health trust and unremunerated position as chair of a college corporation, it is unsurprising that most people choose the former.

The Association would also been keen to see an increase in the number of staff and student representatives on governing bodies.

Reconfiguration 

Increasingly colleges will be expected to see themselves as an integrated and coherent aspect of a system of local public services.  Colleges have not taken this view of themselves in the past and this shift will require a change in how colleges position themselves and self conceive on the policy landscape.  The future will bring not just partnership working with schools and universities, but also collaboration with hospitals, social services etc.  Management training and development will play an important role in facilitating this transition and attention should be paid to resourcing and facilitating this. 

ACM supports the arguments put forward by fforwm and others in the sector that different arrangements and regulations are applied to different types of providers and that, to ensure all learners have equal opportunities, there must be a level playing field in funding, data collection and inspection.  ACM supports the suggestion that it may be necessary to review current legislation under which the Welsh Assembly Government has a different legal responsibility for 16-19 year olds than for adult learners.

Assuming appropriate legal powers are in place, a strong steer from Welsh Assembly Government needs to be given as to whether small sixth forms with, for example, fewer than 200 learners and, which are unable to provide appropriate and sufficient academic and vocational learning routes, should be required to collaborate. 

Competition at 16 for learners means that younger pupils are not always given impartial advice about future learning opportunities, as schools wish to retain learners. Because providers are funded on the basis of numbers and the population of 14-19 year olds is steadily falling throughout Wales, providers are competing over a declining market. The end result is that in some parts of Wales competition between providers and not partnership has become a primary driving force.

ACM supports the call that reconfiguration must reflect existing provision, take account of critical mass, acknowledge geographical features and be able to demonstrate added value. Having fewer institutions would reduce the number of organisations with which Welsh Assembly Government has to contract (especially in work-based learning) and make better use of resources and facilities for young and adult learners.

In introducing reconfiguration, the following put forward by fforwm should be taken into account

· the benefits to learners must be paramount and demonstrate added value

· reforms should include other post-16 providers such as school sixth forms, work-based learning providers and adult education providers

· reconfiguration should introduce longer term savings but not be driven solely by the need to reduce costs

· a key factor is critical mass – there needs to be sufficient numbers of learners to ensure reconfiguration is worthwhile

· the key principles of the Beecham Review and the conclusions of the Leitch Review on Skills form an important context

· some moves towards reconfiguration could be taken by colleges acting on their own initiative; others would require consent from other parties; and others would require legislation.

Because of the differences in the educational and social context of Wales, a single cross-Wales approach would not be appropriate.  One size does not fit all. 

Conclusion

We need a regulatory culture and infrastructure that encourages community leadership, innovative responses to employer, student and employment needs and high quality provision – rather than compliance to micro targets.  Colleges need the freedom to keep at the heart of their thinking, their goals and all their work a clear focus on what matters most: good teaching.  Ultimately colleges need to be centred on nurturing the relationship between teacher and student, on assuring good teaching of the curriculum including the employability skills of the future, in an attractive, up to date environment, in a college which values learning and respects everyone.

ACM welcomes this review and expects the Welsh Assembly Government to give serious consideration to the recommendations that result from it.  The Association for College Management would be keen to be involved in discussing how this will be achieved.
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